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What Zionism Really Is
Zionism is the national movement of the Jewish people for self-determination in their ancestral 
homeland — the Land of Israel. It began as a modern political movement in the late 19th century, 
but its roots are far older.

For nearly 2,000 years, Jews were scattered across continents yet never severed their bond 
with the Land of Israel. In every prayer, every holiday, and every family story, Jerusalem 
remained the heart of Jewish identity. “Next year in Jerusalem” was not a wish — it was a promise.
Even after the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE, Jewish life never disappeared from 
the land. Communities in Jerusalem, Tiberias, Hebron, and Safed continued through centuries of 
Roman, Byzantine, Islamic, Crusader, and Ottoman rule. Jews never stopped living, praying, and 
returning to Israel — generation after generation.

Zionism gave national  expression to that unbroken connection. It said: the Jewish people, like 
any other nation, have the right to live freely in their own homeland.

 

 

Before Herzl – The Dream Never Died
In the 19th century, as nationalism swept through Europe, Jewish thinkers began to transform 
the ancient longing into a modern plan for national  renewal.

Rabbi Yehuda Alkalai and Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Kalischer urged Jews to return to the land and 
rebuild society through faith and labor.

Moses Hess, a German-Jewish philosopher, argued that the Jews were a nation and needed 
their own country. These early voices of religious, cultural, and moral awakening paved the way 
for modern Zionism.

L to R: Map of the divided kingdoms of Israel and Judah, ca. 9th Century BCE, “Next year in Jerusalem” —Birds’ Head Haggadah, dated 
around 1300;  a panel from the Arch of Titus in the Roman Forum (circa 81 CE) depicts the forced procession of enslaved Jews and Roman 
soldiers carrying sacred vessels, such as the Temple menorah, to celebrate the Roman victory over Judea; , German-Jewish philosopher 
Moses Hess, a pioneer of Socialism and forerunner of Zionism

Portrait by Gustav Adolf Koettgen, 1846

Image courtesy Sara Offenberg

https://mizrachi.org/biography/rabbi-yehuda-alkalai-1798-1878/
https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/zevi-hirsch-kalischer
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Moses-Hess
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When persecution, pogroms, and antisemitic laws spread across Europe, their call became 
urgent: only in their ancestral land could Jews live as a free people.

Herzl and the Birth of Political Zionism
Theodor Herzl, a Viennese journalist, gave the movement direction and global scope. After 
witnessing the antisemitic frenzy of the Dreyfus Affair in France, Herzl concluded that Jews 
would never be secure without sovereignty.

In 1896, he published Der Judenstaat (“The Jewish State”), and the following year convened the 
First Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland. The delegates adopted a clear goal: “To establish a 
home for the Jewish people in Palestine secured by public law.” Herzl’s diplomatic leadership turned 
centuries of prayer into an organized political movement.

“If you will it, it is no dream.” — Theodor Herzl

The Return Begins
While there were small Jewish communities living in the Land of Israel under Ottoman rule, 
Zionism inspired many, many more to make the move. 

Between 1882 and 1914, thousands of Jews from Eastern Europe and Yemen arrived in the 
Land of Israel — then under Ottoman rule.

The First Aliyah (1882–1903) founded farming towns like Petah Tikva, Rishon LeZion, 
and Zikhron Ya’akov. These pioneers faced poverty, disease and attacks, but built the first 
foundations of renewed Jewish life.

The Second Aliyah (1904–1914) brought young idealists inspired by socialist ideas. They 
created the first kibbutzim, defended settlements, and revived Hebrew as a living language.

Theodore Herzl arrives in Basel for the First Zionist Congress, 
1897

Delegates at the First Zionist Congress in Basel, Switzerland 1897

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/theodor-herzl/
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/alfred-dreyfus-and-the-dreyfus-affair
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Every olive tree planted and every home built was a declaration: the Jewish people were  
coming home.

Many Voices, One Goal
Zionism was never one voice — it was many, each expressing a different vision of Jewish 
renewal:
•	 Political Zionism (Theodor Herzl, Chaim Weizmann) – securing international recognition for a 

Jewish state.
•	 Cultural Zionism (Ahad Ha’am) – rebuilding Jewish identity through culture, ethics, and 

Hebrew. 
•	 Labor Zionism (David Ben-Gurion, Berl Katznelson) – creating a just, egalitarian society 

through work.
•	 Religious Zionism (Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook) – seeing the return to the land as a divine 

calling.
•	 Revisionist Zionism (Ze’ev Jabotinsky) – emphasizing Jewish pride, defense, and national 

sovereignty.
•	 Feminist and Youth Movements – such as Henrietta Szold’s Hadassah and Hashomer Hatzair, 

blending social progress and national rebirth. 

Despite different paths, all shared one goal: restoring the Jewish people to safety, dignity, and 
self-determination. 

The First Aliyah, 1882-1903 Be’er Tuvia before 1899

Kibbutz Sasa, Upper Galilee, 1949Members of Kibbutz Kiryat Anavim, 1937
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The British Mandate — Hope and Hardship 
World War I reshaped global politics. In 1917, Britain issued the Balfour Declaration, expressing 
support for a “national home for the Jewish people.” The League of Nations later confirmed this as 
an international commitment.

Jewish life thrived: new schools, farms, and universities arose; the Yishuv — the growing Jewish 
community — built the democratic institutions that would later form the state.

But British immigration limits and rising Arab violence made life difficult. Even as antisemitism 
worsened in Europe, many Jews were barred from entering their own homeland.

The movement persisted, determined to make hope a reality.

The Holocaust – When the World Closed Its Gates to Jews 
The Holocaust was not only a genocide — it was a global moral failure.
 
Even before the war began, as Nazi persecution of Jews grew harsher, nations around the world 
— from the United States to Britain and Latin America — closed their borders. Jewish families 
who sought only safety were refused sanctuary. During the war itself, as the machinery of 
extermination expanded, pleas for refuge went unanswered. The world turned its back when it 
mattered most.

After the war, survivors in displaced persons camps still had nowhere to go. British restrictions 
continued, and ships like the Exodus carrying Holocaust survivors were forced back to Europe.

In 1947, the United Nations voted to partition the land into Jewish and Arab states. The Jewish 
leadership accepted the plan; Arab states rejected it.

On May 14, 1948, David Ben-Gurion proclaimed the State of Israel  a haven for people who had 
been denied sanctuary everywhere else.

David Ben Gurion and Ze’ev Jabotinsky

The Balfour Declaration created 
November 2 , 1917. It reads:
“His Majesty's Government view 
with favour the establishment in 
Palestine of a national home for the 
Jewish people, and will use their 
best endeavours to facilitate the 
achievement of this object, it being 
clearly understood that nothing shall 
be done which may prejudice the civil 
and religious rights of existing non-
Jewish communities in Palestine, or 
the rights and political status enjoyed 
by Jews in any other country.”
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Within hours, five Arab armies attacked. Israel survived, and the Jewish people reclaimed their 
place among the nations.

Zionism Today: Understanding Its Legacy and Misconceptions 
Zionism fulfilled an ancient promise and a modern necessity — the right of the Jewish people to 
live freely in their proven ancestral homeland.

Yet even after Israel’s creation, misunderstanding and hostility persisted.

In 1975, the United Nations General Assembly adopted Resolution 3379,  in  a political 
maneuver led by Soviet and Arab blocs, falsely declaring that “Zionism is a form of racism and 
racial discrimination.” Israel’s Ambassador to the UN, Abba Eban, condemned the resolution as “a 
piece of international malice” that distorted the Jewish people’s liberation movement into a slur.
Many democratic nations and world leaders, including the U.S. and its Ambassador to the UN 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, denounced the vote, warning it marked “a great evil” — the beginning of 
systemic bias against Israel in international forums.

The resolution was formally repealed in 1991, but the stigma it created still echoes today, 
shaping how Israel and Zionism are discussed in global institutions and online spaces.

Since the October 7th, 2023 Hamas massacre — the deadliest day for Jews since the Holocaust 
— the same denial of legitimacy has resurfaced. Instead of reaffirming the moral necessity of the 
Jewish state, new voices again question Israel’s right to exist, echoing old prejudices in  
new forms. 

This is why understanding Zionism matters. It is not a colonial adventure after conquest, money 
and power. It is a story of return, resilience, and renewal of an indigenous people who, since their 
exile in 70 BC, retained the same language, the same religion and traditions, and the yearning, 
which they repeated in their prayers daily, to one day return to their homeland.

Exodus, 1947 The Haganah ship Exodus after its arrival in Haifa, July 1947, 
following a confrontation with the British Royal Navy
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Resources & Further Reading 
Books:
•	 Anita Shapira, Israel: A History (Brandeis University Press, 2012)
•	 Walter Laqueur, A History of Zionism (Schocken Books, 2003)
•	 Gil Troy, The Zionist Ideas (JPS, 2018)
•	 Alex Ryvchin, Zionism: The Concise History (Australian Jewish Association, 2019)
•	 Howard M. Sachar, A History of Israel (Knopf, 2013)

 Online:
•	 Jewish Virtual Library: History of Zionism
•	 Yad Vashem
•	 Israel State Archives
•	 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum

Understanding Zionism helps us fight misinformation online.  
Share this guide – and help others see the history behind the headlines.

Chaim Herzog, (Israeli President, 1983-1993 and then 
Israel’s ambassador to the United Nations), tearing up a copy 
of UN General Assembly Resolution 3379 on November 10, 
1975. “For us, the Jewish people, this is nothing more than 
a piece of paper, and we will treat it as such.” The resolution, 
which determined that “Zionism is a form of racism and racial 
discrimination,” was later revoked in 1991.




